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Resumen
La crisis de Colombia de los últimos 
años noventa y el conflicto armado 
actual  han incrementado la pobreza 
nacional.  Este incremento en la po‑
breza causó una masiva migración 
internacional. Las remesas interna‑
cionales enviadas a Colombia por 
los trabajadores colombianos se han 
convertido en uno de los principales 
rubros de la cuenta corriente de la 
balanza de pagos. Estas remesas son 
principalmente usadas como gastos de 
sostenimiento  de los hogares colom‑
bianos con miembros en el exterior. 
Este artículo describe  las causas ge‑
nerales del incremento de la pobreza 
colombiana durante los últimos años 
de la década de los noventa y exami‑
na  la relación de estas causas con la 
masiva emigración internacional de 
trabajadores colombianos. Además, 
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este documento refiere  las princi‑
pales características de las remesas 
internacionales  enviadas a Colombia 
y su impacto sobre la reducción de la 
pobreza. El gran porcentaje de traba‑
jadores emigrados,  quienes alcanzan 
nivel secundario  y terciario de educa‑
ción, indica que ellos hacen parte de la 
población colombiana localizada en el 
cuarto y quinto quintil de ingreso  que 
migró por razones económicas. Por 
tanto, las remesas internacionales evi‑
tan que más colombianos caigan por 
debajo de la línea de pobreza, ya que 
ayudan a los hogares de clase media 
a conservar su nivel de ingresos. Sin 
embargo, dichas remesas no parecen 
contribuir a la reducción de la pobreza 
y de la inequidad en Colombia.
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Abstract 
Colombia’s economic crisis of the later 
1990s and the current armed conflict 
have increased national poverty. This 
increase in poverty caused a massive 
overseas emigration of many Colombian 
workers. The income remittances sent 
to Colombia by these workers have 
become one of the principal items of 
the current account of the Colombia’s 
balance of payments. These remittance 
income are principally used for the 
living expenditures of Colombian 
households with members abroad. This 
paper describes the general causes 
of the increasing Colombian poverty 
during the later 1990s and examines 
the relationship of these causes with 
the massive overseas emigration of 
Colombian workers. Further, this paper 
describes the principal features of 
overseas remittances sent to Colombia 
and their impact on poverty reduction. 
The large percentage of emigrated 
workers who have high school and 
tertiary education indicates that they 
are part of the population allocated in 
the fourth and fifth income quintiles that 
migrated because of economic reasons. 
Then, the overseas remittances keep 
more Colombians above poverty line 
by maintaining income levels of the 
middle class households but do not 
seem to contribute significantly to the 
reduction of inequality in Colombia.   
Key words
Inequality, crisis, emigration, workers, 
remittances, consumption.
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Introduction 
Colombia faced one of its largest 
economic crises in 1999, which has 
been pointed out as trigger of poverty. By 
the crisis time the overseas emigration 
of Colombian people become deeper 
causing an increasing participation of 
workers` remittances in the balance of 
payments of the nation.  
There  are  different  studies  that 
characterize the Colombia immigrant 
people, the behaviour of the worker’s 
remittances and their economic impact 
on Colombian families. Based on those 
previous researches, this paper aims 
to identify the relationship of overseas 
labor emigration with the causes 
of poverty and poverty reduction in 
Colombia since the later 1990s.  Thus, 
this paper becomes a complementary 
study of some researches that have 
analyzed the impact of immigration on 
the well being of Colombian households 
using quantitative techniques (Tovar 
Cuevas, L. & Velez Velasquez, S. 2007; 
Cardona, L. & Medina, C. 2005). By a 
logical analysis of the relationships 
among variables involved in poverty 
and emigration in Colombia, this paper 
answers the following questions: are the 
same causes of poverty in Colombia 
causing the overseas emigration? 
Are the workers’ remittances reducing 
poverty in Colombia? 
Thus, the paper begins by providing a 
brief and selected review of the theories 
of international migration. Then, the 
article presents a characterization of 
the overseas emigration of Colombian 
people,  particularly  those  who 
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emigrated recently. Also, the paper 
describes the later 1990s economic 
crisis and the armed conflict which have 
been identified by different scholars 
as the principal triggers of poverty 
in Colombia and causes of recent 
overseas emigration of Colombia’s 
workers (Garay & Rodriguez, 2005; 
Cárdenas & Mejia, 2006; Martinez, 
2004). Next, the paper explains the 
importance of overseas workers’ 
remittances sent to Colombia in the 
current account and in household’s 
income.  Finally, the paper analyzes 
the relationship of the economic crisis 
and the armed conflict with overseas 
emigration and the impact of overseas 
remittances in the reduction of poverty 
and inequality in Colombia. The principal 
conclusion of this research paper is 
that the massive overseas emigration 
of Colombian workers during the later 
1990s was caused fundamentally 
by economic reasons rather than by 
the armed conflict. This paper also 
concludes that, the remittances avoid 
larger levels of poverty, but they are 
not the main factor that has supported 
the inequality and poverty reduction in 
Colombia. Even though the households 
that receive remittances from overseas 
seem to be concentrated in the fourth 
and fifth income quintiles, their savings 
from income remittances are low. This 
indicates that these households do 
not belong to the richest Colombia’s 
population; rather, they belong to 
the middle income deciles, which 
have  kept  their  national  income 
participation around 24% during the 
period 1999 ‑2005. Additionally, the 
Pacifica region has been recognized 
as the major recipient of overseas 
workers remittances and the poorest 
region of Colombia.  It is out of the 
scope of this research, the statistical 
verification of these conclusions and 
of the hypothesis on which are set 
the relationships between poverty 
causes and emigration and between 
remittances and poverty reduction. 
Some  theories  of  international 
migration
There are multiple theoretical models 
of migration. Faist (2002) makes a 
review of migration theories based on 
three levels. The micro level, which is 
related to individual values, wishes 
and hopes; the meso level, which 
focuses on the social and collective 
networks (social and symbolic ties of 
the movers); and the macro level, which 
emphasizes on macro‑level  opportunity 
structures. Even thought the meso level 
presents some vagueness compared 
to the others, in general they are not 
necessarily different or “reflect some 
readily identifiable social or political 
reality” (p. 5). Below some models are 
presented, which are included in the 
micro‑ meso levels and in the macro 
level.
The individual or micro level. It is the 
level in which people have the ability to 
make decisions on leaving or staying. 
Here the individual is motivated to 
migrate by individual values such 
as status, morality, affiliation or by 
expectations about improving wealth, 
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survival etc. Among the principal 
theoretical approaches that shed light 
on the understanding of micro level 
migration decisions are: 
Rational Choice Approach. Moving 
from preferences to opportunities. 
Among the models embedded in this 
approach is the model that changes 
the lens from geographical distance to 
the individual decision maker. It states 
that the number of people migrating is 
inverse to the number of intervening 
opportunities such as nations and 
frontiers and directly proportional to the 
number of opportunities at distance. 
Another model included within the 
rational choice approach is the Cost‑ 
Benefit. This model argues that people 
make their decisions about migrating     
if the following equation is greater 
than 0:
N
∑ (Ydj- YoJ) / (1+r)j – T>0
I = 1
Where: 
Y (dj) = Earnings in the Jth year at the 
destination
YoJ =  Earnings in the jht year at the 
origin 
T =  Cost of moving
N =   Total number of years in which 
future returns are expected
R =   rate of interest used to discount 
future earnings.
The cost benefit model may be flawed, 
also if the income differences between 
countries would be the most important 
motivation to migrate since in this case, 
the poorest of the poorest would be 
the first emigrated among migrating 
communities. The empirical evidence 
shows the opposite. 
In addition, the Value Expectancy Mo‑
del and Structural Individualism indica‑




MM=  strength  of  motivation  to 
migrate
P =   the preferred outcome
E =   the expectance that migration 
will lead to the preferred 
outcome
I  =   the specific values that potential 
movers hold which can be the 
most diverse such as comfort, 
wealth, status, adventure, 
affiliation etc.
This model presents a bias since 
potential movers often rationalize their 
actions ex‑post rather than before they 
make their choices.
An opinion that is included in the rational 
approach is the social choice: the new 
economics of migration. The new 
economics of migration theorists have 
reacted to the conclusion that migration 
decisions are made in agreement with 
social units such as families, extended 
families or, even communities. Then, 
the utilities of the individuals involved 
have to be aggregated. In this model 
the migration is a collective strategic 
of the household in order to make 
economically feasible the unit. The 
problem with reaction the of the new 
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economics of migration is that  its 
model focuses on  inequalities between 
sender and receiver countries, without 
considering   what happens within the 
collective units such as ties; norms 
embedded gender roles; identity; past 
relation of actors; etc.  
Insights derived: location Specific 
Assets. This  model  is  related  to 
the cost – benefit, focusing on the 
characteristics of resources available 
to migrants and the facilities to transfer 
these resources from one country 
to another. When people make the 
decision to migrate the question that 
arises is if the necessary resources 
can be transfer overseas.
Within the approaches of the micro‑
level are the Micro social psychological 
models:  Bounded rationalities in 
social spaces. Among the models 
including in this approach is the Stress‑ 
threshold model. According to this view 
a potential migrant assigns a place 
utility to the current place as a result 
of his experience related to location 
attainments and the attainments of his 
peers.  The movers begin by evaluating 
their current place, and then develop 
awareness space. The later term refers 
to the knowledge on a place that an 
individual acquires through direct 
contact or other sources such publicity, 
mass media, employment services 
etc. all this factors influence on  the 
decision to migrate. When the stress is 
extreme, also if the awareness space 
is acquired with little information the 
migrant will move.
The relative deprivation and relative 
frustration: Similar to the Stress‑ 
threshold model, this model emphasizes 
that there are psychological pressures 
that the individual will relieve by 
migrating. The problem is that in 
this model there is not explanation 
why people alleviate their pressures 
moving overseas instead of adjusting 
in situ. It is hypothesized that the 
example set by others is a motivation 
for migrating, which become a self 
motivation  independently  of  the 
collective expectation. As opportunities 
for migrating increase as the frustration 
of staying also increases resulting in a 
state of deprivation.    
As mentioned above another level of 
the migration theories is   the macro 
level which refers to political and 
economic structures, cultural setting, 
demography and ecology. Among 
the approaches of the macro‑level is 
the gravity general system approach: 
In this approach is the model of the 
countries as communicating tubes. 
This model states that “the number of 
migrant event between two regions is 
directly proportional to the number of 
inhabitants in each region and indirectly 
proportional to the square distance 
between the out –migration and the 
in‑migration region” (Faist, 2000. P.18). 
The model predicts that one of the 
biggest phenomena of migration will be 
between Russia, China and India given 
their large population and geographical 
closeness.
In addition, the migration systems 
approach is located in a multiple 
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level theory, moving from the world 
system to migrant networks. The 
concepts related to this approach are 
characterized by: a) they assume that 
the migration system provides the 
setting and conditions that affect the 
migration decisions. b) Emphasizes 
the processes developed within the 
migration systems since movement 
is a dynamic process that includes 
different step through the time. c) 
Economic inequalities between nations 
and admission policies are factors 
that make individuals, families or 
communities to deal with migrating   
or staying.
Principal tendencies of Colombian 
emigration
Historically, Colombian emigration 
has presented three biggest booms: 
(1) from the second half of the sixties 
to the first half of the seventies, which 
was related to job opportunities in 
Venezuela and United Kingdom and 
immigration facilities to The U.S. (2) 
At the middle of eighties, which was 
associated to the U.S.‑Colombia drug 
traffic. (3) After the second half of 
the nineties Colombian immigration 
presented its largest boom, which 
was related to economic crisis and 
the armed conflict. The last principal 
destinations of Colombian emigrants 
are the U.S., Spain, Venezuela, Ecuador 
and Canada. In 2005, 3.331.107 
Colombian people lived overseas, 
which means that 8,08% of Colombia’s 
total population resided outside of the 
country (Cárdenas & Mejia, 2006).
The data in table 1 and 21 in the 
appendix shows the growth rate of the 
total Colombian emigrant population, 
which increased more than twice 
during 1990‑2000 in comparison to 
1980‑1990. Additionally, in 2005 the 
total number of Colombian emigrants 
was 3.331.107, as indicated above. 
Hence,  between  2000  and  2005 
the Colombian emigrant population 
has increased more than 100%. 
In fact, the Colombian emigration 
increase during the period 2000‑2005 
is close to the number reported by 
the Departamento Administrativo 
de Seguridad de Colombia ‑DAS‑ 
(Security Administrative Department 
of Colombia) for the period 1996‑2005, 
which is 1.900.000. These numbers, 
confirm that the largest boom of 
Colombian emigration was presented 
after the second half of the nineties. 
As Cárdenas and Mejia (2006) point 
out, the immigration boom during the 
period 2000‑2005 may be related to 
the economic crisis of Colombia in 
the later 1990s. In fact, the Colombian 
GDP growth averaged 5,3 % yearly 
during the period 1993‑1995. The 
rest of the decade the GDP was 
below its historical tendency. Finally 
Colombia’s GDP reached –4,2% in 
1.  It would be interesting to calculate an annual rate of growth of overseas emigration for the period 1970‑ 
2000. However, the availability of statistics is limited. Cárdenas and Mejía ( 2006),  based on  the    DAS 
available data  present the net flow of Colombians to abroad  from  1996‑ 2005. The yearly average of 
this net flow was 174.000 migrants.
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the recession of 1999 (Ffrench‑Davis 
& Villar, 2003). This crisis and its 
effects on the Colombian emigration 
are analyzed below. 
Additionally, the results of the Dane sur‑
vey conducted for emigrant population 
of the Colombian metropolitan Central‑
Western area (CMCW area), show that 
67% of the surveyed population in this 
area migrated because of unemploy‑
ment reason and 5% because of the 
armed conflict (Garay & Rodriguez, 
2005). This data contrasts with the data 
presented by Martinez (2004) who indi‑
cates that 28% of total Colombian emi‑
grants left the country because of the 
armed conflict. This can be explained 
by the different impacts of the 1990s 
crisis and the armed conflict according 
to different regions of Colombia. 
According to Cárdenas and Mejia 
(2006) based on the U.S Census 2000, 
most of the immigrant Colombian 
population in the U.S  ranges in age   
from 25 to 45 years old. Besides, 30% 
of the population 25 years and older 
has technical, undergraduate and 
graduate education. Likewise, 67,7% 
of Colombian immigrants 16 years and 
older participate in the job market. The 
other 32,3% may be women who are 
part of complete families since most of 
the Colombian emigration to the U.S. 
includes complete families. 
Furthermore, 80 of each 100 remittance 
senders that reside in Spain emigrated 
during the period 2000‑2004, while 
54 of each 100 remittance senders 
that live in the U.S emigrated during 
the same period. In fact, 87% of the 
senders of remittances emigrated from 
Colombia during the period 1996‑2004 
(Garay & Rodriguez, 2005).
The above characterization of emigrated 
Colombian people provided by  survey 
conducted for emigrant population of 
the Colombian metropolitan Central‑ 
Western  area  (CMCW  area)  are 
similar to the results of the Profamilia 
(2005)  ‑ ENDS05 survey‑ conducted 
for Colombian  households over   the 
country  that  included  those  with 
emigrated members. According to 
Profamilia survey, 78% of emigrated 
people left Colombia to look for job 
(economic reasons), 8,3% to study 
and 7,3% to get marriage. Additionally, 
the Colombian emigration shows an 
increasing tendency by the end of the 
1970´s and by the end of 1990s.
Then, it is possible to conclude that 
given that more than 50% of people 
who moved from Colombia to Spain 
and USA did it by the economic crisis 
period, the emigration of Colombians 
would be explained by the theories 
located   in the macro‑ level opportunity 
structures. Particularly, those that 
pointed out economic and political 
factors as reason of migration, since 
both USA and Spain may offer more 
employment  opportunities  than 
Colombia. Additionally, the fact that 
during the largest period of migration 
Spain did not impose visa to Latin 
American people2 made easier the 
2.  Spain imposes visa to Colombian people since January of 2002.  http://www.madrepatria.com/paginaweb/
paginas/viajar_a_espana.htm
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human mobility from Colombia to that 
country.   
Poverty in Colombia 
The principal causes of the increase 
in Colombian poverty levels after 1996       
were the economic crisis and the armed 
conflict, which is reflected on the social 
deterioration and on the reversion of   
the reduction of inequality and poverty 
reached during the seventies and 
eighties (MERPD, 2006). 
Poverty and the later nineties’ crisis 
in Colombia 
The principal characteristic of the 
Colombian economy during the 1990s 
was a positive and sustained economic 
growth since 1991 until the Asian crisis 
in 1997. After this period, even though 
the short‑term debt represented a 
small share of total debt in Colombia, 
the vulnerability to international crisis 
increased. The interest rate rose 
sharply in 1998 and the GDP growth 
was negative in 1999. Likewise, after 
the second half of the 1990s the 
fiscal deficit increased and fixed 
investment decreased rapidly. In 1999 
fixed investment stayed below 15% of 
Colombia’s GDP. The current account 
in Colombia at the beginning of the 
1990s presented a surplus of 4,9% 
of GDP, which coincided with trade 
liberalization, currency appreciation 
and capital flows’ liberalization. By 
1998, this surplus became a current 
account deficit of 4,5% of the GDP. 
The drop in international liquidity after 
the Asian and Russian crises implied 
strong  adjustment  in  the  current 
account deficit. In 1999 this adjustment 
in Colombia was 5,7% of GDP (Ffrench‑
Davis & Villar, 2003). The indicators 
on table 3 at the appendix show the 
deterioration of Colombia economy 
during the1990s.
The 1990s crisis effects on Colombia’s 
households were diverse: Income 
fell,  which increased poverty and the 
poverty gap; the household heads lost 
their employment which obligated other 
family members, including children, 
to increase their labour participation; 
school desertion increased; and other 
indicators such nutrition and health 
deteriorated. These effects are not 
always temporary and do not reverse 
rapidly when the income increases 
again (Nunez & Espinosa, 2005). The 
data in table 4 and 5 in the appendix 
reflects the impact of the Colombian 
crisis of the later 1990s on Colombian 
poverty. The average of the poverty 
line during 1990‑2002 increased 45% 
compared with the average of the 
poverty line during 1989‑1994. Then, 
the poverty line increased sharply 
during the period 1995‑2002. As 
pointed out above, it was the period 
in which the economic crisis was 
presented. 
In Colombia the crisis of the later 
1990s doubled the unemployment rate 
and increased not only the poverty 
incidence but also the poverty gap. 
This crisis affected women significantly. 
The rate of women unemployed in 
2000 were 24,5%, 1,45 times larger 
than the rate of men unemployed. 
Likewise, the largest unemployment 
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rate in 1999 (37,2%) affected young 
people between 12 and 24 years old. 
This unemployment rate was 2,4 times 
larger than the unemployment rate 
for people between 25 and 24 years 
old and 3,5 times larger than that 
for people between 55 and 64 years 
old (Nunez & Espinosa, 2005).  The 
larger female unemployment rate may 
have increased the female overseas 
emigration relative to male emigration. 
In fact, different sources indicate 
that around 53% of the remittances 
senders who emigrated during 2000‑
2005 are female (Garay & Rodriguez, 
2005, Cárdenas & Mejia, 2006).  
Poverty and the Colombian armed 
conflict in Colombia. 
Even thought in Colombia there are 
informal armed groups or common 
criminals  that  may  influence  on 
overseas emigration by committing 
robbery, kidnapping, murder etc., the 
analysis of this kind of informal crime 
is out of the scope of this research. 
Thus, the principal concern of this 
section is to describe the formal armed 
groups (guerrillas and paramilitaries) 
of Colombia and their relationship 
with poverty. It does not mean that it is 
unknown that informal crime is a factor 
that affects poverty. However, its causal 
relationship with poverty is not very 
clear. Some studies point out informal 
crime principally as a result of poverty 
and not a cause of it (Guerrero, R., J.).   
Likewise, Pardo, A., N (   ) indicates 
formal and informal criminal groups 
as a result and cause of poverty at the 
same time. Nonetheless, as remarked 
below it seems that currently, the 
formal armed groups are not a result 
of poverty anymore, as they were 
originally.
According to PNUD (2003), the principal 
historical events that originated the 
present Colombian armed conflict 
occurred during the 1950’s.  The 
principal current actors of this conflict 
are: The Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia (FARC3), which was 
the first guerrilla group formed in 
Colombia in 1955; The Army of National 
Liberation (ELN4) which appeared in 
1965; and the Paramilitaries or self‑
defense groups, which emerged in 
the beginning of the eighties as a local 
response to the guerrillas. Particularly, 
the paramilitaries are a self‑defense 
strategy organized and financed by 
the landowner‑industrial people of 
the Magdalena‑Medio region, who 
have been affected by the guerrilla’s 
attacks. Both groups, guerrillas and 
paramilitaries, concentrate their attack 
in the rural areas. The guerrillas are 
identified as groups of the left political 
party, which have a Marxist tendency. 
However, the Colombian guerrillas are 
current protagonists of the Colombian 
armed conflict; they have failed as a 
revolutionary political project becoming 
recognized national and internationally 
as terrorist groups (Uribe, A. 2008). 
3.  FARC is the  Spanish Acronym  of Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia
4.  ELN is the Spanish Acronym of   Ejercito de Liberación Nacional 
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The actors of the Colombian armed 
conflict commit different kinds of 
aggressions:  against  the  armed 
enemies in combat; against civil society 
that really or supposedly conform the 
social bases of the opponents; against 
civil population, which is obligated 
to abandon its residence (forced 
displacement); against civil towns with 
the objective of frightening them; and 
against people objective of kidnapping 
in order to obtain economic benefit.   
These tactics of aggression impede 
human development as a result of 
their outcomes such as: murders 
which impede a long and healthy life; 
exclusion of the knowledge option since 
the armed actors use force instead of 
rationality; destruction of wealth which 
increases poverty; and rejection of 
collective participation which impedes 
dialogue (PNUD, 2003).  
On the other hand, Colombia’s armed 
conflict during the 1990s affected 
different regions, according to the war 
actions of its different actors. In 1991, 
the FARC concentrated its attacks in 
the Magdalena Medio region but were 
changing gradually their war actions 
to Urabá and North of Chocó during 
the period 1991‑1997. Likewise, this 
guerrilla group intensified its attacks 
from 1997 to 2001 in the regions of 
Cesar, Magdalena, Norte de Santander, 
Arauca and the Northeast region of 
Colombia.  Additionally, during the 
1990s the FARC had an irregular and 
low intensity presence in the regions of 
Cundinamarca, Boyacá, Eje Cafetero 
and the North of the province of Tolima. 
In 2002 the largest and most intensive 
actions of   the FARC were in Arauca, 
Caquetá, Meta, Guaviare, the North of 
the province of Cesar, Magdalena, the 
East of the province of Cauca and the 
South of the province of Nariño.  
On its part, the guerilla group ELN 
had sustained regular war actions just 
in 6 provinces of Colombia during the 
period 1990‑2002: Norte de Santander, 
Cesar, Arauca, Casanare, Magdalena 
Medio,  Antioquia  and Venezuela 
borders.
The self‑defense groups or paramilitar‑
ies extended their war forces to differ‑
ent regions were the guerrillas were 
presented. In 1996, 7 of the principal 
self‑defense groups integrated the 
United Self‑defenses of Colombia 
(AUC). The AUC war actions reduced 
the presence of the ELN in Barranca‑
bermeja and eliminated the guerrilla 
groups in areas of communication to 
the Magdalena Medio and Uraba re‑
gions. In 2002, 22 self‑defense groups 
were distributed in 28 provinces, which 
competed with the guerrillas for the 
territorial dominion (PNUD, 2003).
The number of homicides in combat 
measures the intensity of Colombia’s 
armed conflict. According to data 
tables 6 & 7 at the appendix, it is 
possible to conclude that Colombia’s 
armed conflict has been intensified 
during the period 1997‑2002 in which 
the growth rate of homicides in war 
action has been positive. This period 
coincides with the period in which 
poverty in Colombia has increased. It is 
important to notice that the larger rate 
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of deaths in war actions was registered 
in the year 2001. This year is included 
in the period in which Colombia faced 
the largest percentage of income 
poverty. Thus, in the year 2001 the 
rate of homicides in warfare increased 
in 25% while during the period 1999‑
2001 the percentage of people living 
with US$1 dollar a day and US$2 a day 
were 14,4% and 26,5%, respectively. 
In addition, the period of the largest 
increase of war actions and poverty 
coincide with the period of large rate 
of overseas emigration of Colombian 
people.  
Another interesting indicator of the 
regional intensity of the armed conflict 
is the statistic of people displaced for‑
cedly, which shows that this situation 
affects mainly rural families. Unfortu‑
nately, it is difficult to find current data 
in this phenomenon. Equipo Nizkor & 
Human Rights Watch (1997), surveyed 
households displaced forcedly during 
1994‑1995. The results of this survey 
are presented in tables 1 and 2.
Colombia’s remittances 
Independently on which are the tri‑
ggers of poverty in Colombia, the 
increasing amount of worker oversea 
remittances sent to Colombia, must be 
considered as a possible to ameliorate 
this poverty.   
Data in table 9 & 10 in the appendix 
shows a strong increase of workers’ 
Table 1. Colombia’s population affected by forced displacement as a result of the armed 
conflict according to expulsion province, 1994‑ 1995.



















Other  Provinces 3,90
Total 100
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remittances sent to Colombia since 
1999. Thus, the remittances growth 
rate changed from 4,05% in 1998 to 
64,6% in 1999.  As pointed out above, 
it was in 1999 when the Colombia’s 
economic crisis reached the maximum 
level, which caused high level of over‑
seas emigration. Remittances have 
become an extremely important item 
in the balance of payments, especially 
during the periods of crisis (1999) and 
post crisis (2000‑ ). In fact, during the 
period 1999‑2006, the average of 
remittances as a percentage of the 
good exports was 17,06%. This per‑
centage average was more than twice 
its value during the pre‑crisis period 
(before 1999) in which it was 8,02%. 
Likewise, the average of remittances 
as a percentage of the imports of 
goods during the pre‑crisis period was 
6,39%, which increased to 18% during 
the period 1999‑2006. Similar patterns 
followed the average of remittances as 
a percentage of foreign investment, 
which was 25,38% and 86% during 
the period 1994‑1998 and 1999‑2006, 
respectively. Additionally, the average 
of remittances as a percentage of 
the gross international reserves dur‑
ing the pre‑crisis period was 9,13% 
which increased to 21,83% during 
the period 1999‑2006 (data source: 
author´s calculations based on Banco 
de la República statistics)
More evidence of the magnitude and 
importance of remittances to Colombia 
is that this nation was identified in 2004 
as the second remittances receptor 
of Latin America after Mexico (Uribe, 
2005).   
In Colombia, among different external 
financial sources, the workers’ remit‑
tances are the most stable. While the 
remittances deviation from their trend 
in the long run were less than 40% 
during the period 1999‑2003 and  the 
70%  of the three‑monthly periods 
did not present deviations superior 
to 15%, the capital flows presented 
fluctuations larger than 200% from 
their trend. Besides, the remittances 
are an alternative income source for 
the households during the recession 
periods (see figure 1). Thus, when the 
PIB falls, the remittances increase. 
This is particularly true in the periods 
of strongest impact of the recession. 
In fact, on graph 1 it is possible to 
observe that even though the GDP 
Table 2. Forced displacement of households according to area





Because of security or other reason, 20.99% of the surveyed household’s heads did not answer.
Source: Equipo Nizkor & Human Rights Watch (1997)
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growth became positive after 1999, 
the remittances growth was sustained 
until the year 2003 which was prob‑
ably related to the large number of 
Colombians that stayed abroad after 
the crisis ameliorated5 and the lagged 
impact of the impoverished of Colom‑
bian families caused by the crisis. In 
other words, the remittances are an 
anti‑cycled financial source which has 
contributed to smooth the Colombian 
consumption household during eco‑
nomic crises. Besides, the remittances 
of the Colombian workers   abroad do 
not seem to depend on the fluctuations 
of the external financial markets. In 
fact there have been periods in which 
the remittances declined; however, the 
interest rates in Colombia have been 
higher than those of the international 
market (Cárdenas & Cadena, 2004). 
Even though the workers’ remittances 
sent to Colombia from abroad are very 
important not only for the balance of 
payments but also for the household 
consumption, the government regula‑
tion does not seem to encourage the 
remittances. In Colombia, the remit‑
tances taxes are 0,4% of the total value     
sent to Colombia from abroad, and 16% 
on the benefit obtained from the differ‑
ence between the sale and the buying 
exchange rates (Cárdenas & Cárdenas, 
2004). Also, of 40 countries surveyed, 
Colombia was identified as one of the 
5 countries that tax remittances. The 
only action that Colombia’s government 
has undertaken to encourage the remit‑
tances is an active dialogue with the U.S 
on issues related to bilateral coopera‑
tion to remove barriers to remittance 
flows (De Luna, 2005).  
5.  In fact, Cárdenas, M. & Mejía (2006) affirm that the overseas emigration of Colombians decreased since 
2002 but still, the net exit of population keeps levels larger than 100.000 people per year.
Figure 1. Colombian remmitances vs. GDP growth
Source: Author based on table 9 at the appendix and DANE National Statistics
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The monthly amount of remittances 
per‑capita sent to Colombia is esti‑
mated between US$250 and US$300. 
Nonetheless, there has been a   signifi‑
cant increase of remittances during the 
last years; the value of the remittances 
has remained stable. A very low pro‑
portion of overseas Colombian work‑
ers remittances is superior to U$1000 
(Uribe, J. 2005).
The huge amount of remittances sent 
to Colombia by overseas emigrated 
workers to their families seems to 
indicate that not only the macro level 
theories shed light on the Colombian 
international migration phenomenon, 
but also the micro‑meso level theories 
explain it. Principally, it is clarified by 
those theoretical models of the micro‑
meso levels that point out overseas 
migration as a result of a household 
strategy to make economically feasible 
the social unit. 
Emigration, poverty and workers’ 
remittances relationship.
¿Are the factors that cause poverty in 
Colombia the same factors that cause 
workers overseas emigration?
Garay & Rodriguez (2005) indicate 
that for the CMCW area, 44% of 
remittance recipients are working or 
looking for jobs while 93,5% of the 
remittance senders have the same 
situation. These facts support partially 
the hypothesis indicated above that 
remittances senders emigrated prin‑
cipally because of economic reasons. 
However, it is important to clarify if the 
lack of income that pushed the remit‑
tances senders to travel abroad was 
an outcome of the poverty caused 
by the armed conflict of the poverty 
caused by the economic crisis of the 
later 1990s. This section will attempt 
to assess the impact of the armed 
conflict in the population poverty of 
the largest regions concentrator of 
remittances and the possibilities that 
this population be overseas emigrants. 
Thus, given that the economic crisis 
has been already pointed out as one of 
the principal causes of the Colombian 
overseas labour emigration, if there is 
not fundamental evidence of emigra‑
tion because of the armed conflict 
impact or because of other reasons, 
it will be concluded that international 
emigration from Colombia after the 
year 1999 was due to the poverty 
caused by the economic crisis. 
Evidence of the concentration tendency 
of the overseas remittances in Colom‑
bia is given by their regional destina‑
tions, which, in 2004, were principally 
concentrated according to table 3 It is 
important to mention that the Pacifica 
and Eje Cafetero regions not only are 
the largest recipients of remittances but 
also they are the principal origin of the 
remittance senders emigrated recently 
(Garay & Rodriguez, 2005)
Analyzing the regional poverty in Co‑
lombia (see table 11 at the appendix), it 
is possible to conclude that the Pacifica 
region has been identified not only as 
the main recipient of the of overseas 
workers’ remittances but also as the 
poorest region of Colombia, including 
the largest national indigence percent‑
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age. The Pacific Colombian region is 
composed of the provinces of Valle 
del Cauca, Cauca, Nariño and Chocó. 
The later province is the only one that 
has 90% of its territory in the Pacific 
Region. It is interesting to notice that 
according to information indicated 
above, particularly during the period of 
largest overseas emigration the region 
was not strongly affected by the conflict 
armed, since the North of the province 
of Chocó   was focus of the FARC until 
1997 and the East of the province of 
Cauca was manly affected in 2002.  In 
fact, the data in table 8 indicates that 
the provinces of Cauca and Valle del 
Cauca are not the principal contribu‑
tor of displaced people before 1995. 
Additionally, table 2 shows that people 
affected by forced displacement are 
concentrated in the rural areas. In 
Colombia the largest percentage of 
poverty is rural (see table 12 at the 
appendix). This percentages  of rural 
poverty indicate that likely  most of 
the rural families cannot  afford travel 
costs to emigrate overseas in order 
to escape from the Colombian armed 
conflict, rather, they may be internal 
emigrants  to  urban  areas  which, 
probably, increase the urban national 
poverty levels (see table 8 at the ap‑
pendix). The households displaced 
forcedly are the most affected by urban 
poverty because they are larger, have 
less human capital, have deteriorated 
health and shelter and their consump‑
tion is reduced (Cárdenas, 2006).
Hence,  the  overseas  emigration 
caused by the action of Colombia’s 
illegal armed groups may be achieved 
by people objective of kidnapping or 
people frightened by the armed con‑
flict violence. In fact, who is objective 
of the kidnapping threat in Colombia 
may be wealthy people who are able 
to afford the ransom. Likewise, given 
the political connotation of the armed 
conflict, politician people are objective 
of kidnapping as well. Also, most of the 
people in this situation can qualify for 
refugee programs offered internation‑
ally. Therefore, this class of overseas 
Colombian emigrants may have a 
marginal contribution to the total remit‑
tances compared with those Colom‑
bian emigrants who travel in order to 
solve the lack of income in their family 
units.   
Thus, the data above indicates that the 
remittances senders to Colombia from 
the Pacific region are people who emi‑
grated overseas because of economic 
reasons. Besides, the lack of income of 
families who has any member abroad     
in this region may not be caused by the 
armed conflict; rather it was a result of 
Table 3. Geographic distribution of the recipients of remittances in Colombia in 2004
Region Pacifica  Eje Cafetero  Bogota
Percentage  32% 19% 16%
Source: Garay & Rodriguez (2005)
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the economic crisis of the later 1990s. 
Again, the international migration 
from the pacific region can be, also, 
explained by the theoretical models 
that indicate  economic reasons as the 
principal causes of migration, which 
becomes an strategy of households 
to make feasible the surviving of the 
unit.   
On the other hand, the Eje Cafetero 
is a region composed principally by 
the provinces of Quindio, Risaralda 
and Caldas, which are part of the Oc‑
cidental region of Colombia. As table 
11 shows, the Occidental region of 
Colombia is the second poorest in the 
Country.  Even though, it is difficult 
to find data in the specific indicators 
of poverty in the Eje Cafetero region, 
there is some information of the Co‑
lombian Metropolitan Center‑Western 
area (CMCW area), which is included 
in the Eje Cafetero6.  Garay & Rodri‑
guez (2005) estimated the impact of 
remittances on the poverty line of the 
CMCW area, which showed that there 
was 64% of population below poverty 
line in 2004 without remittances and 
59,4 % with remittances. Furthermore, 
the Colombian emigrant population 
from this area is in a range of age 
from 20 to 40 years old.  The principal 
destinations for emigrants from the 
CMCW area are Spain where are 54% 
of emigrants and The U.S. where are 
34% of them. In general the emigrants 
from this area are family members who 
left the majority of their family in Colom‑
bia. This is an indicator that emigration 
from the CMCW area is part of a family 
strategy for increasing or keeping the 
household income.   Additionally, emi‑
grants from the CMCW area to Spain 
have an average education of 9,9 years 
while the migrants from the CMCW 
area to the U.S have an average 
education of 11,2 years. In the CMCW 
area an economically active person 
has a probability of unemployment of 
13%, which reduces to 6,5% when he/
she emigrates. Furthermore, 50% of 
households with migratory experience 
belong to the middle high class social 
level. Thus, who migrates is who can 
pay the expenditures of the travel. 
Even though the Eje Cafetero region is 
not the principal setting of warfare of 
any of the armed groups’ actors, they 
are responsible for part of the internal 
human forced displacement. Besides, 
the peasants have been expulsed 
from their original villages because of 
the poverty caused by the crisis of the 
coffee prices. These internal displaced 
people  wander in the three capital cit‑
ies together with the  people affected 
by the earthquake of 1999, who still 
do not find shelter and  employment   
solutions (Marquez, 2004). In fact, 
this region is a net recipient of internal 
displacement from its rural areas and 
other provinces (see table 13 at the 
appendix). All these economic and so‑
cial problems affect the region human 
6.  The Colombian Metropolitan Center‑ Western area (CMCW area) is composed of Pereira, Dos Quebradas 
and La Virginia, which are cities of the province of Risaralda.
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development index, which was lower 
than the national average in 2004 and 
remained close to the index value of 
1993. Other phenomena that are iden‑
tified as poverty triggers in this region 
are the lack of government investment 
and the lack of opportunities created 
by an economic model characterized 
by inequality and deteriorated by the 
fall of international coffee prices (Toro, 
2005).  
Thus, the information above allows 
concluding that the overseas emigra‑
tion of the Eje cafetero region has been 
caused principally by economic rea‑
sons, which may have been worsted off 
by the crisis of the later 1990s, rather 
than by the armed conflict. This conclu‑
sion is coherent with the findings of 
Garay & Rodriguez in the CMCW area 
that indicates that just 5% of overseas 
emigrants in this area traveled because 
of the armed conflict.  
On the other hand Bogotá, the Co‑
lombian capital, was the third receiver 
region that concentrated workers` 
remittances to Colombia in 2004; In 
contrast with the Pacific and the Eje 
Cafetero regions, Bogotá does not 
appear as one of the poorest regions 
of the country. Besides, the impact of 
the armed conflict seems to be mar‑
ginal since the capital has not been 
the effective objective of guerrilla and 
paramilitary groups’ actions.  In fact, 
it has been indicated that Bogotá is 
reaching a high standard of life. In 
general, it is pointed out that the city’s 
population enjoys public services. The 
current concern of the   government in 
this city is how to increase the human 
capital in the medium – long run and 
the ratio of immediate consumption to 
income (Barrera, 2003).  Even though 
Bogotá appears as one of the regions 
with less poverty, this city registered 
an unemployment rate of 18,4% in 
1999 while the other metropolitan 
areas registered an average of 19,4% 
in the same year (Gutierrez et al, 
2000). The comparison of Bogotá’s 
unemployment rate with the average 
national unemployment rate should 
be analyzed having into account that 
Bogotá is the city most populated in 
Colombia with around 7 millions of 
people7. This means that Bogotá has 
more unemployed people than other 
cities, also if other cities’ unemploy‑
ment rates are higher. After the 1990s 
Colombian economic crisis Bogotá’s 
unemployment rates have remained 
among the highest in Colombia 
(See table 14 at the appendix). Thus, 
the high unemployment rates faced in 
Colombia’s capital might explain the 
overseas emigration of its people. Ad‑
ditionally, according to table 1 above 
& 8 at the appendix, Bogotá does not 
appear as one of the principal regions 
affected by internal displacement 
which may be because this city is not 
the capital of the principal regions 
objective of the warfare.    
7.  Alcaldia Mayor de Bogota. (2000). Bogota en Cifras. http://www.eeb.com.co/contenido/archivos/bogota/
bogotasp.pdf
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Hence, it is possible to conclude that 
in Colombia the armed conflict effec‑
tively increases the poverty level of 
the regions but has a marginal effect 
on overseas emigration of workers in 
the main regions where these Colom‑
bian emigrants come from. Rather, the 
economic crisis of the later 1990s and 
the need of increasing income are the 
fundamental reasons that explain the 
massive emigration of Colombian wor‑
kers during the post crisis period, and 
the consequent   increase in overseas 
remittances. 
Are the remittances alleviating po-
verty of households with emigrated 
members?  
In Colombia, the education levels are 
directly proportional to the quintile of 
income. While the rate of coverage in 
the first quintile was less than 8% in 
2003 the coverage rate in the fifth quin‑
tile was around 38% in the same year. 
Also, the rate of coverage of tertiary 
education in the fifth income quintile 
reached more than 40% in 1997. The 
fourth income quintile presented a 
coverage rate of tertiary education of 
22% in 1997, which reduced to 15% 
in 2003. The poorest regions have the 
lowest level of literacy.  In 2003, around 
18% of the people 14 years old in the 
Pacifica region were illiterate. This was 
the highest regional rate of illiteracy in 
the nation (Millan, 2005). Therefore, 
in Colombia the education level is a 
good indicator of the income level of 
the households, which will be used 
below in order to identify the economic 
conditions of receivers and recipients 
of the remittances sent to Colombia 
from abroad.  
In 2004, 70,5% of remittance senders 
had secondary or tertiary education, 
which is superior to the education level 
of the Colombian population in general. 
In fact, just 58,6% of the remittances’ 
recipients of the Colombian metropo‑
litan Central‑ Western area (CMCW 
area) have secondary or tertiary edu‑
cation (Garay & Rodriguez, 2005)
Additionally, in the CMCW area the 
high proportion of the remittances 
used to pay basic living expenditures 
indicates a high dependency of house‑
holds’ income on the remittances. This 
situation is more concentrated in those 
households with less education, which 
are likely the poorer. Data in table 4 
and 5 allows the conclusion that the 
remittances are effectively reducing 
poverty levels of recipient households 
since the largest percentage of these 
remittances is spent on basic needs 
such food, education, health and 
shelter. Nonetheless, it is necessary 
to know the percentage distribution of 
total remittances among the recipients 
with different levels of education in 
order to identify the real impact on 
inequality reduction. As indicated 
above, the average monthly amount 
per capita of remittances fluctuates 
between US$ 250 and US$300, which 
means that the more educated sen‑
ders do not necessarily send more 
money to Colombia. However, given 
that most of the remittances’ senders 
have high school or tertiary education 
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is it probable that a larger proportion 
of the remittances’ income goes to the 
wealthier households.
Assuming a complete family as that 
formed by the parents and their chil‑
dren; it seems that emigrants with less 
education have more family in Colom‑
bia. Evidence of this is that 16,9% of 
emigrants from the Colombian metro‑
politan Central‑ Western area (CMCW 
area) who did not complete primary 
studies send money for their children 
while just 7,6% of immigrants who have 
tertiary education send money for their 













Groceries & Utilities    70,2 68,7 67,7 61,9 53,5
Education 30,6 34,7 34,3 33,1 32
 Health 28,6 30,8 28,5 27 25,5
Rent 14,3 13,7 14,6 13 11,2
Home Mortgage 4,7 4,4 4,1 4,7 5,3
Recreation 1,8 2,8 2,1 2,8 4,5
Appliances and furniture  1,7 2,4 2 2 2,1
Savings 3,8 4 4,4 4 4,6
Personal debts 16 17,1 17,2 17,8 19,1
Others 21,3 21,2 19,4 21,9 22,1
Source: Garay & Rodriguez (2005)













Groceries & Utilities    75,7 75,4 67,2 59,7 46,9
Education 29,3 29,3 31,2 33,2 36,7
Health 36,5 37,5 28,5 25,1 20,6
Rent 15,4 16,6 14,3 12,5 9,7
Home Mortgage 5,3 4 4,2 4,7 5,3
Recreation 1,6 1,8 2,1 3,2 4,6
Appliances and Furniture.  1,7 2 1,4 2,4 2,3
Savings 2,9 3,4 3,5 4,2 5,3
Personal debts 16 16,5 17,1 18,4 19,2
Others 20,5 20,4 20,9 20,9 23,8
Source: Garay & Rodriguez (2005)
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children. This phenomenon suggests 
that the parental emigration may be 
concentrated in the poorer households 
(Garay & Rodriguez, 2005). However, 
there are different reasons to conclude 
that the majority of the Colombian 
emigrated workers were people with 
enough economic conditions to af‑
ford the cost of the travel for their 
spouses and possible children.  Garay 
& Rodriguez (2005) point out that in 
2004 76% of remittances recipients 
were women and 40% of them were 
mothers or spouses of the sender 
person. Hence, it is likely that less of 
40% of the remittances senders from 
the CMCW area had their family in 
Colombia.  This hypothesis seems to 
be feasible for all Colombian emigrants 
which is supported by the results of the 
RCN survey conducted in 2005. RCN 
surveyed 7078 Colombian emigrants 
around the world of who 5% reported 
to have their spouses in Colombia. In 
addition, Medina & Cardona (2006) 
show the profile of the average of the 
Colombian emigrant, which indicates 
that according to the AMCO survey 
(same Metropolitan Central‑ Westerns 
Area survey) 29,8% of the emigrants 
were single and according to the USA 
census 22,8 % of the emigrants were 
also single. Thus, all this information 
sources allow estimating that, by 2005, 
at least around 70% of the emigrants 
were married of who a minority had 
their spouses in Colombia. Even 
though the last information seems to 
be coherent it is important to mention 
that Profamilia (2005) surveyed 37211 
Colombian households (ENDS05 
survey) of which 5% have emigrant 
members. 73% of these emigrants 
traveled without their families.  Then 
the results  of Profamilia survey con‑
tradict totally hypothesis that most of 
emigrant travel with their spouses. To 
understand these contradictory results 
it is important to take into account that 
Profamilia´s Survey did not surveyed 
emigrants exclusively as it was done 
by the RCN´s survey. In fact, according 
to Tovar Cuevas, L. & Velez Velasquez, 
S. (2007)  the total of households with 
emigrated members  surveyed   by 
Profamilia were around 1373 of which 
emigrated 2253 persons  with is a very 
small sample compared with 7080 
emigrants surveyed by RCN. However, 
as Tovar Cuevas, L. & Velez Velasquez, 
S., (2007) indicate the RCN survey that 
was done by internet, may have a bias 
since most of the emigrants who can 
access the internet may belong to the 
richest and most educated emigrated 
people. It does not affect the fact that a 
larger sample of immigrants surveyed 
by RCN has more probability of show‑
ing the real civil status of the emigrated 
Colombian people.  Also, the principal 
objective of Profamilia survey is to offer 
information on the Colombian women, 
their family environment, health, fertility 
and reproductive conditions while the 
AMCO survey aimed to  characterize 
the households with migratory expe‑
rience  based on a sample of 2400 
households of the Metropolitan central‑ 
Westerns Area only (Serna, 2005).
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Likewise, the social survey of Fede‑
sarrollo in 2003 reported that the per‑
centage of households in the cities of 
Bogota, Cali, Barranquilla and Bucara‑
manga that receive remittances from 
abroad is concentrated in the fourth 
and fifth quintiles of income (Cárdenas 
& Mejia, 2006).  
In Colombia the work force allocated 
from the sixth to the tenth income 
deciles presented an increasing la‑
bour participation range from 56,6% 
to 68,4%. The income deciles sixth, 
seven and eighth are classified as 
middle‑income and the income deciles 
ninth and tenth are the highest‑income. 
The large percentage difference of 
labour incomes between the middle‑
income deciles and the highest‑income 
deciles  point out that the former group   
are more vulnerable to fall in income 
poverty than the later group (see tables 
4  & 5), (Ocampo et al, 2000).  By the 
Power Purchasing Parity (PPP) conver‑
sion factor –Local Currency Unit (LCU) 
per international 1997‑ provided by the 
World Bank, which were LCU 505 per 
US$ dollar8, it is possible to calculate 
the number of dollar per day earned in 
each income percentile (see table 7).   
Using 1 dollar per day as indicator to 
measure income poverty in 1997, it is 
possible to conclude that   the Colom‑
bian population allocated in the first 
5 income deciles was under income 
poverty, which make it unlikely they can 
afford overseas emigration.
Table 6. Labour Global participation rate 












Source: Ocampo et al (2000)
Table 7. Labour Income according to inco‑
me decile in Colombia, 1997











Source: Ocampo et al (2000)
Table 8. Dollar per day according to labour 
income (1997 PPP US$)











Source: author calculations based on Ocampo et al 
( 2000)
8.  WDI online, web site  http://ddp‑ext.worldbank.org.proxy1.lib.umanitoba.ca/ext/DDPQQ/showReport.
do?method=showReport 
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Hence, the large labour participation of 
the middle‑income deciles and the re‑
lative closeness of their income to the 
border of the income poverty, indicate 
that people allocated in these income‑
deciles is very dependent on their 
employment and, therefore, that their 
saving rates are low. Thus, accepting 
that most of the Colombian emigrants 
are people with enough incomes to 
afford the emigration, then it is possi‑
ble to conclude that the remittances 
sent to Colombia by overseas workers 
are likely avoiding greater levels of 
poverty by maintaining the income of 
the households that were not under 
income poverty before the emigration 
of any of their family members. Thus, 
the remittances may be fixing the 
economic losses in those middle class 
and middle high‑class households 
vulnerable to income poverty when 
the economic crisis affected their em‑
ployment.      
Additionally, the remittances from over‑
seas workers do not seem to reduce 
the inequality level in Colombia since 
these remittances may be concentra‑
ted in wealthier Colombian households. 
In fact, Colombia’s Gini index in 1999 
was 0,6, which reduced to 0,57 in 
2002 and was expected to be 0,55 in 
2005. This improvement in Colombia’s 
inequality and the improvement in the 
poverty line which was expected to be 
49,2% in 2005 was due to: an increase 
of 14,5% in the income participation 
of the poorest 50% of population; the 
constant income participation of middle 
income deciles which has remained in 
24%; and the reduction of 20% in the 
income participation of the richest po‑
pulation. This progress in poverty and 
inequality reduction is explained by the 
larger rates of employment in Colombia 
during the last years. In the urban area 
the unemployment rate decreased from 
16,9% in 2002 to 12,1% in 2005, and in 
the rural area the unemployment rate 
reduce from 10,5 % in 2002 to 6,7% 
in 2005 (Montenegro, 2006). Thus, it 
is probable the constant income parti‑
cipation of the middle‑income deciles 
during the period 1999‑2005 was due 
to the remittances. Further research is 
needed to prove this hypothesis.
On the other hand, as Ray (1998) po‑
ints out “the rate of savings affects the 
long run level of per capita income and, 
in many cases, the rate of growth of the 
economy. Thus, the relationship bet‑
ween inequality and savings creates 
an additional channel through which 
inequality interacts with income and 
growth with income” (p. 211). The re‑
mittances income use showed in table 
4 & 5 indicates that, in Colombia, the 
rate of savings from remittances’ inco‑
me is not contributing transcendentally 
to the economic growth. Even though 
the most educated remittance reci‑
pients save more money than the less 
educated, the proportion of saving is 
relatively small. This phenomenon can 
be caused by the high dependency of 
households on the remittances to cover 
basic needs, which leave low income to 
save. In fact, who can save, are those 
that not only have income availability 
but also those who are willing to save, 
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accumulate, and invest. According to De 
Luna (2005), it is a situation common in 
many remittances recipients’ countries. 
In general, the banking sector does not 
offer competitive conditions that allow 
overseas workers to send remittances 
using bank accounts. This would en‑
courage remittances beneficiaries to 
access “other financial products that 
may help then to improve their living 
conditions, such as consumer loans, 
mortgages, life and non‑life insurance 
products, pensions plan, etc”  (p.20). 
In fact, in Colombia, instead of en‑
couraging the more effective use of 
the remittances in order to increase 
capital formation and reduce structural 
poverty, the government taxes them. 
The Colombian taxes are an additional 
cost to the remittances feed. In 2004, 
the cost of sending money to Latin 
America was 7,6%. 
Even though, it seems there are 
several barriers for workers to send 
remittances to Colombia, theoretically 
speaking   the benefits   of sending 
money to Colombia must be larger 
than the costs, since still the amount 
of remittances received in Colombia is 
very significant. It becomes a motiva‑
tion of emigration which is explained by 
the insights derived: location specific 
assets model, mentioned above.     
Conclusions
•	 The	massive	overseas	emigration	of	
the Colombian workers during the 
later 1990s was caused fundamen‑
tally by the economic crisis rather 
that by the armed conflict.
•	 There	are	different	reasons	to	con‑
clude that the armed conflict have 
not been the principal cause of over‑
seas emigration:  event though the 
Pacifica region has been identified 
as the main recipient of the over‑
seas workers remittances and the 
poorest region of Colombia, during 
the period of largest overseas emi‑
gration the region was not strongly 
affected by the conflict armed. Addi‑
tionally, people principally affected 
by forced displacement caused by 
the armed conflict are concentrated 
in the rural areas where, furthermo‑
re, is registered the largest percen‑
tage of poverty. This rural poverty 
indicate that likely  most of the rural 
families cannot  afford travel costs 
to emigrate overseas in order to 
escape from the Colombian armed 
conflict, rather, they may be internal 
emigrants to urban areas.
•	 The	 overseas	 emigrants	 from	
Colombia present high levels of 
education. Most of the information 
sources point out that Colombian 
emigrants travel with their spouses 
and children, which are indicators 
that they are allocated in the fourth 
and fifth income quintiles. However, 
the dependence of the remittances 
recipients on this income to pay 
basic needs and their low saving 
rates indicate that they and their 
emigrated family members are likely 
concentrated in the middle income 
deciles of the Colombian population 
which correspond to the third and 
fourth income quintiles. Then, in any 
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case emigrants do not belong to the 
poorest Colombian society. 
•	 The	remittances	sent	to	Colombia	
by overseas workers avoid larger 
levels of poverty in Colombia but 
they are not the main factor that has 
supported the inequality reduction 
in Colombia. Rather, the overseas 
remittances have helped to maintain 
the middle class national income 
participation around 24% during the 
period 1999 ‑2005.    
•	 Even	though	overseas	workers’	
remittances are an important item 
in the Colombia’s balance of pay‑
ments and help to avoid poverty, 
the government taxation and the 
financial sector do not facilitate the 
remittances’ transactions. However, 
according to the theory of interna‑
tional migration, still he benefits of 
sending money to Colombia must 
be larger than the costs. Otherwise 
the overseas emigration would be 
discouraged since an international 
mover considers the facilities to 
move assets from one country to 
another as a motivation to leave. 
Additionally, the features of the inter‑
national emigration of Colombians 
indicate that it   would be explained 
by the theoretical models that argue 
that migration is motivated principa‑
lly by economic reasons. As well, 
international migration becomes 
a strategy of households to facili‑
tate the economic survival of the   
social unit. 
Bibliography
Banco de República de Colombia, 
Estadísticas. Website: http://www.
banrep.gov.co
Ba R R e R a , F. (2003). Pobreza, distri‑
bucion y capital humano en Bogota. 
Fedesarrollo. Retrieved April 11, 2007 
from ftp://ftp.fedesarrollo.org.co/pub/II/
social/fbarrera_Pobreza.pdf 
cá R d e n a s , M. (2006). Estrategias 
para reducir la pobreza. Fedesarrollo. 




cá R d e n a s , M. & Mejía, C. ( 2006). Mi‑
graciones Internacionales en Colom‑
bia: ¿Qué sabemos?. Working paper 
series, documento de trabajo  No 30, 
Fedesarollo. Retrieved February 22, 
2007 from ftp://ftp.fedesarrollo.org.co/
pub/wp/WP30.pdf 
cá R d e n a s , M. & Cadena, X. (2004). 
Las remesas en Colombia, costos 
de transaccion y lavado de dinero . 
Working paper series, documento de 
trabajo  No 26, Fedesarollo. Retrieved 
February 22, 2007 from ftp://ftp.fedesa‑
rrollo.org.co/pub/wp/WP26.pdfm 
ca R d o n a , L. & Medina C. ( 2006). 
Migration as a safety net effects of re‑
mittances on household consumption: 
The case of Colombia. Borradores de 
Economía Banco de la República. No 
414. Retrieved  September 29, 2008 
ro s a  ev e l I a  sá n c h e z143
Re v i s ta  d e  ec o n o m í a  & ad m i n i s t R a c i ó n , vo l . 5 no. 1. en e R o  - Ju n i o  d e  2008
from  http://www.banrep.gov.co/docum/
ftp/borra414.pdf  
de lu n a , J. (2005). Workers’ remittan‑
ces to developing countries: a survey 
with Central Banks on selected public 
policy issues. World Bank.
Departamento Administrativo Nacional 
de Estadística  ‑Dane‑. (2005). web site. 
Censo General, 2005. Retrieved on 
March, 28, 2007 from http://www.dane.
gov.co/index.php?option=com_content
&task=section&id=16&Itemid=39 
Departamento Administrativo  Nacional 
de Estadística. (2007). Web site. Infor‑
macion Estadística.  Retrieved  March, 
28, 2007 from   http://www.dane.gov.
co/files/investigaciones/empleo/ech/
ech_tnal_sem_region_Isem06.xls 
Equipo Nizkor & Derechos Human 
Rights. (1997). Desplazados: entre 
la violencia y el miedo. Boletín No 
6, Marzo 13 de 1997. Codhes ed. 
Retrieved March 7, 2007 from http://
www.derechos.org/nizkor/colombia/
desplazados/datos96.html
fa i s t , Thomas ( 2000 ). The volume  and 
dynamics  of international migration and 
transnational spaces. Oxford ed.
fR e n c H , D. & Villar, L. (2003).  The 
capital account and real macroecono‑
mic stabilization: Chile and Colombia. 
ECLAC headquarters, Santiago de 
Chile. Retrieved  October  3, 2006 from 
http://www.rrojasdatabank.info/inechi‑
le2/Ffrench‑Davis‑Villar‑revOK.pdf 
Gu e R R e R o , R.,  J. (  ). El caso de Colom‑






Ga R a y , J.L. & Rodríguez, A. (2005). La 
emigración internacional en el área   
Metropolitana Centro Occidente de 
Colombia. Caracterización económica 
de la población emigrante  y evaluación 
del  impacto de las remesas inter‑
nacionales. OIM.  Retrieved March 
1, 2007 from http://www.oim.org.co/
anexos/docume`ntos/publicaciones/
libro89.pdf 
Gu t i é R R e z , J., Mejía, N. & Díaz, Y. 
(2000). El mercado laboral en Santafé 
de Bogotá 1976 ‑1999. Oficina de Es‑
tudios Económicos  de la Secretaria de 
Hacienda de Bogotá. Revista  Estudios 
de Economía y Ciudad, No 11. 
má R q u e z , M. (2004). Eje cafetero: 
desesperanza, guerra y pobreza. 
Press Release, UNP No 64, Octubre 






ma R t í n e z, C. (2004). Perfil sociode‑
mográfico de la población migrante. 
In OIM, Migración internacional, el 
impacto de las tenencias de las re‑
mesas en Colombia. Retrieved April 
4, 2007 from http://www.oim.org.co/
anexos/documentos/publicaciones/
libro90.pdf 
MERPD (2006). Pobreza y desigual‑
dad en Colombia, diagnóstico  y estra‑
tegias. DNP.  Retrieved March 2, 2007 
Br I e f  r e v I e w  o f  t h e  r e l a t I o n s h I p  a m o n G  e m I G r a t I o n , p o v e r t y a n d  o v e r s e a s  w o r k e r s ’ r e m I t t a n c e s  In co l o m B I a144




mi l l á n,  N.  (2005).  ¿Quiénes  son 
los pobres en Colombia? MERPD. 
Retrieved March 1, 2007 from http://
www.dnp.gov.co/paginas_detalle.
aspx?idp=639
mo n t e n e G R o , S. (2006). Estimaciones 
de pobreza e indigencia en Colom‑
bia 2005. Departamento Nacional 
de  Planeación  ‑DNP‑.  Retrieved 




nú ñ e z . J. & Espinosa, S. (2005). Po‑
breza y protección social en Colombia.   




oc a m p o , J., Sánchez, F., Tovar, C. 
(2000).  Cambio estructural, mercado 
laboral y distribución del ingreso: Co‑
lombia en la década de los noventa. 
Revista de la Cepal, No 72, Diciembre. 
Retrieved March 28, 2007 from http://
www.undp.org/rblac/liberalization/
docs/colombia.pdf. Version available 
in English at http://www.undp.org/rblac/
liberalization/docs/Ch6‑Colombia.pdf 
OEA. (1999). Third report on the 
human rights situation in Colombia. 
OEA/Ser.L/V/II.102, Doc. 9 rev. 1, 26 
February 1999. Retrieved April 9, 2007 
from http://www.cidh.org/countryrep/
Colom99en/table%20of%20contents.
htm   
PNUD‑ United Nations Development 
Program. (2003). El conflicto: callejón 
sin salida.  Colombia  Human Deve‑
lopment Report. Retrieved March 3, 
2007 from http://www.pnud.org.co/
publicaciones.shtml?x=1032 
pa R d o  A., N. (    ). Pobreza y discurso 
en Colombia. Grupo de Análisis del 
Discurso Mediático, Universidad Na‑
cional de Colombia. Retrieved October 
16, 2008 from  http://es.geocities.com/
redlad_colombia/produccion.html 
Profamilia. ( 2005). Encuesta Nacional 
de Demografía y Salud ENDS. Retrie‑




Ra y , D. (1998). Development econo‑
mics. Princeton ed. 
se R n a , C. ( 2005). Dane, Metodología: 
Encuesta sobre Emigración Interna‑
cional y Remesas Familiares en el 
Área Metropolitana Centro Occidente 
(AMCO) y Encuesta a Beneficiarios 
de Remesas en Agencias de Insti‑
tuciones Cambiarias en Colombia. 
In Memorias del Seminario Migra‑
ción Internacional, el Impacto y las 
Tendencias de las Remesas en Co‑
lombia.Primera Edición, Impreso en 
Colombia. Retrieved September 29, 
2008  from ftp://190.25.231.247/books/
LD_9301_2005_EJ_5.PDF 
to R o  Z., G. (2005). El eje cafetero 
colombiano: Compleja historia de ca‑
ficultura, violencia y desplazamiento. 
Revista de Ciencias Humanas UTP, 
No 35, Enero – Julio, 2005. Retrieved 
ro s a  ev e l I a  sá n c h e z145
Re v i s ta  d e  ec o n o m í a  & ad m i n i s t R a c i ó n , vo l . 5 no. 1. en e R o  - Ju n i o  d e  2008
April 9, 2007 from  http://www.utp.edu.
co/php/revistas/cienciasHumanas/
docsFTP/17729ejeCcafetero.pdf 
to v a R  cu e v a s , L & Velez Velásquez, S. 
(2007). Los efectos de la migración in‑
ternacional en las condiciones de vida 
de los hogares colombianos. Desarro‑









uR i B e , A. (2008). Declaración del Presi‑
dente Álvaro Uribe desde Guatemala. 
Secretaría de Prensa ‑SP‑, Colombia, 
Presidencia de la República. Retrieved 
November 7, 2008 from http://www.
consuladodecolombiasydney.org.au/
noticias2008‑01‑16.htm 
uR i B e , J. (2005). In  Debate sobre las 
remesas en Colomba. Comisión III del 
Senado de la República. Retrieved 
March 27, 2007 from www.banrep.
gov.co 
Br I e f  r e v I e w  o f  t h e  r e l a t I o n s h I p  a m o n G  e m I G r a t I o n , p o v e r t y a n d  o v e r s e a s  w o r k e r s ’ r e m I t t a n c e s  In co l o m B I a146
Re v i s ta  d e  ec o n o m í a  & ad m i n i s t R a c i ó n , vo l . 5 no. 1. en e R o  - Ju n i o  d e  2008
Table1. Colombians abroad according to Colombian population censuses
Year  1970 1980 1990 2000
Overseas emigrants 261.847 700.706 893.476 1.503.791
Source: Cárdenas & Mejia (2006)
Table 2. Colombian overseas emigration growth rate
Year  1970 1980 1990 2000
% 1,676 0,2751 0,68309
Source: The author based on Cárdenas & Mejia, (2006) data

































1990 4,3 15474 ‑0,8 ‑‑‑ 544 440.08 610
1991 2,0 15171 ‑0,2 ‑‑‑ 2347 574.09 1763
1992 4,0 14416 ‑1,7 17,9 876 645.18 1274
1993 5,4 14254 ‑0,7 21,8 ‑2221 745.52 464
1994 5,1 14718 ‑1,4 23,3 ‑3669 816.15 199
1995 5,2 15540 ‑2,2 22,3 ‑4524 846.63 2
1996 2,1 16394 ‑3,6 21,6 ‑4632 1011.19 1721
1997 3,4 16785 ‑3,7 20,4 ‑5748 1027.06 277
1998 0,6 18787 ‑4,9 19,0 ‑4852 1323.16 ‑1390
1999 ‑4,2 20199 ‑5,9 13,0 671 1570.01 ‑315
2000 2,7 20610 ‑6,0 12,6 619 1923.57 870
2001(p) 1,4 23471 ‑5,9 13,8 ‑1414 2241.40 1217
Source: Ffrench‑D, R & Villar, L.
1  Banco de la República de Colombia (Central Bank of Colombia)
Appendix
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Table 5. Colombia National Poverty Line





Source: United Nations HDR 1998‑ 2006
Table 6. Colombia’s armed conflict; deaths in war actions
 Year 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 Total
Number of homicides 1295 1425 1437 1677 2094 2178 10176
Source: PNUD (2003)
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Indicator 1980-19942 1983-1999 1999-2001 1990-2003
$1 a day 7.4 11 14.4 8.2
$2 a day 26.5 22.6
Source: United Nations HDR 1998‑ 2006
Table 4. Colombia income poverty during the nineties (1993 PPP US$)
2  1985 PPP US$148
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Table 8.  Displaced Families by Reception Area (January 1996 ‑ June 1997)
Department Municipalities Families People
Antioquía 11 2.451 11.084
Atlántico 2 161 751
Bolívar 7 961 5.048
Caqueta 4 175 823
Cesar 5 550 3.072
Córdoba 15 1.015 4.863
Chocó 4 1.102 5.510
Huila 3 109 517
Magdalena 5 224 1.142
Norte Santander 5 81 452
Santander 4 190 867
Sucre 7 379 1.918
Tolima 1 110 630
Total 73 7.508 36.677
Source: OEA (1999)
Table 7. Colombia’s armed conflict; Growth rate of deaths in war actions
Year 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Percentage (%) 0,10 0,01 0,17 0,25 0,04
Source: author based on PNUD (2003) data149
Re v i s ta  d e  ec o n o m í a  & ad m i n i s t R a c i ó n , vo l . 5 no. 1. en e R o  - Ju n i o  d e  2008
Table 9. Growth rate of overseas workers’ remittances to Colombia
Year 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Growth rate ‑16,18 ‑7,90 1,66 4,05 64,56 21,63 28,10 21,39 24,71 3,59 4,54 17,38
Source: Author’s calculation based on Banco de la Republica data
Table 10.  Remittances to Colombia as a percentage  of Exports of Goods (GX), Exports 
of Especial Operations (EOX), Exports of services (SE), Imports of Goods (GM), Gross 
International Reserves (GIR) and GDP
Item  1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
GX 11.30 7.97 7.07 6.57 7.21 11.22 12.05 16.52 20.80 23.66 19.28 15.92 16.25
EOX 188.30 184.75 174.48 142.80 143.42 273.75 253.02 328.66 469.93 348.01 405.54 363.58 310.87
SX 61.47 47.60 34.00 35.16 40.33 66.87 77.03 92.31 131.40 159.29 140.55 124.40 115.32
GM 8.72 6.28 5.85 5.30 5.79 13.11 14.81 17.09 21.06 23.92 20.69 17.05 16.22
GIR 11.91 9.57 7.50 7.65 9.02 16.01 17.52 19.73 22.63 28.02 23.41 22.16 25.19
FI 37.70 43.84 14.64 10.88 19.85 55.07 42.34 34.25 221.27 164.34 79.30 32.85 57.61
GDP 1.18 0.94 0.85 0.84 0.86 1.48 1.75 2.21 2.64 3.17 3.13 3.11 ‑‑‑‑
Source: Author’s calculation based on Banco de la República data of Balance of Payment
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Table 12.  Colombia’s poverty according to areas
1997 (%) 2003 (%)
Urban  Rural  Urban  Rural 
US$ 1 PPP/ day 3,30 8,40 3,00 7,7
US$ 2 PPP/day 7,20 24,90 7,10 22,20
Source: Lopez (2005)




People displaced  Net Received people
Caldas 18427 23479 ‑5052
Quindio 6852 1259 5593
Risaralda 16483 5819 10664
Total  140841 130456 10385
Source: Author based on Toro (2005)
Table 11. Regional poverty and indigence in Colombia in 2003
Region Indigence % Poverty %
Pacifica 30,2 56,7
Occidental (Western) 26,1 53
Antioquia 24,4 53,4
Atlantica 24,2 52,5




S. Andres 4,4 19,8
National Total 19,6 45,1
Source: Millan (2005)151
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Source: Dane (2007)
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Table 14. Colombia: regional Unemployment Rate (January – June; July – December)
Atlantica Region
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
I II I II I II I II I II I
13,1 12,8 13,0 12,2 11,0 10,6 11,4 10,3 10,0 9,9 9,5
East  Region
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
I II I II I II I II I II I
15,0 12,5 15,7 15,8 15,1 14,8 15,5 12,2 12,5 9,6 11,9
Bogota
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
I II I II I II I II I II I
19,6 17,8 19,4 17,1 17,4 15,9 16,1 13,6 14,1 12,0 11,8
Central Region
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
I II I II I II I II I II I
16,6 14,8 17,9 16,0 16,0 15,7 16,9 14,1 14,3 11,2 12,8
Pacific Region  
2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
I II I II I II I II I II I
  14,5 13,5 14,3 14,7 13,3 10,8 13,2 11,6 12,1 11,4 13,8